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TheNeedForOralProficiencyTesting
AsAMotivationalToolInJapaneseUniversities
RobertHUGHES ＊
Afterseveralyearsofmostlyform-focusedlanguageinstruction,alargepercentage
ofJapanesehighschoolgraduatescanneitherinitiatenorsustainmeaningful
personaldiscourseinEnglish.Untilthecombinationofinstructionalmaterial.
methodology.andevaluationmeetgenuinecommunicativecriteria,meaningful
languageexchangesareunlikelytooccurinclassrooms,diminishingthechancesof
languageacquisitionandimprovedcommunicativecompetency.Thisisespecially
significantinEFLsettingslikeJapan,wherestudentshavelimitedopportunitiesto
useEnglishoutsidetheclassroom.
Languageteachingmethodologyhaschangeddramaticallyoverthepastthirtyyears,
yetthesechangeshavenotreallyresultedinmuchchangeinstudentassessment ・Theemphasisintheclassroomon
“communication"hasnothadmuchinfluenceonalternativewaysofassessmentandtraditionalpapertestsprevail.Thischasmbetweeninstructionandassessmentcanleadtobothteacherandstudentdissatisfac-tion.Itcanhaveanegativeeffectonstudentmotivation.
Theissueofstudentmotivationshouldbeattheforefrontofeducationalreform.
Miyauchi(2002),inareportonthestateofEnglisheducationatToyoUniversity,
recognizedthatmotivationisa “primalandessentialstepf(:)rtheimprovementoflanguageeducation(p.288)."Hereportedthatwhenstudentsbecomedisenchantedwithateacher,itwasoftenattributedtotheteacher'slackofenthusiasmandpoormethodology.Further,hestatesmorethanhalfofthestudentswhohaddesiretostudyEnglish(whenenteringuniversity)losttheirenthusiasmtostudybecauseoftheinstructor.Thisisaveryseriousmatterasthosewhoaresupposetobemostinfluential,areinactualityhavinganegativeeffect.Kimura,Nakata,andOkumur-a(2001)inasignificantstudyonmotivationdeterminedthat
“Teachersina
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non-ESLsettingsuchasJapanmayhaveaereaterinfluenceontheirlearnersinboth
positiveandnegativewaysthanESLteachers.UnliketheESLcontext,where
learnersareexposedtothetargetlanguageoutsideofclass,teachersintheJapanese
ESLconte χttendtobethemainproviderofEnglishduetotheabsenceofatargetlanguagecommunity(p.62)."Thisissueneedsfurtherinvestigationtodeterminetherangeofspecificconcernsandattitudesofthestudents.
Onapositivenote,thereisaremedialstepthatcanbequicklyimplemented.
Improvedmotivationcanresultwhenteachersestablishperformanceobjectivesfor
theirstudentsandevaluateusingcriterion-referencedassessment,specificallyoral
proficiencyinterviewsorconferences.
The2003ActionPlanoftheJapaneseMinistryofEducation,Culture,Sports,
Science,andTechnology(MEXT)titled “RegardingtheEstablishmentofanActionPlantoCultivateJapanesewithEnglishAbilities(Ministry2003)heading(II.)ActiontoimproveEnglishEducation,subsection(1.)ImprovementofEnglishClassescallsforthepromotionofcriterion-basedevaluationatthejuniorandseniorhighschoollevels.Thisshouldapplytouniversitiesaswellbecauseofthemotivationalbenefitsforstudents.AntonioandO'Donnell(2004)foundthatwithcriterionreferencedassessment:
Othestudentscanbegivenimmediatefeedbackafterspeakingactivities
2 ）thestudentswereeagertoheartheirscoresandtheysoughtadviceonhowtoimprove.3
）thestudentsfoundnewmotivationtostudy
Inordertobetterunderstandthisproblemattheuniversitylevel.itisusefulto
examinethestudents'functionalcompetencyintermsoftheAmericanCouncilon
theTeachingofForeignLanguages(ACTFL ）levelcriteria.ByexaminingtheSummaryHighlightsfortherevisedspeakingACTFLGuidelines
（1999 ）,fornoviceandintermediatecategories(outlinedbelow
）,itispatentlyobviousthatmostfreshmanstudentsenteruniversityatthenovicelevel.Thegoalforinstructorsshouldbetoguidethelearnersthroughtotheintermediatelevelandbeyond.
IntheACTFLGuidelines,novicelevelspeakersarecharacterizedbytheirability
to
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-"respondtosimplequestionsonthemostcommonfeaturesofdailylife
-conveyminimalmeaningtotheinterlocutorsexperiencedwithdealingwithfor-
eignersbyusingisolatedwords,listsofwords,memorizedphrasesandsome
personalizedrecombinationsofwordsandphrases
-satisfyaverylimitednumberofimmediateneeds(P.18) ”(ACTFL1999p.l8)
Intermediate-levelspeakersarecharacterizedbytheirabilityto:
“-participateinsimple,directconversationsongenerallypredictabletopicsrelated
todailyactivitiesandpersonalenvironment
-createwiththelanguageandcommunicatepersonalmeaningtosympathetic
interlocutorsbycombininglanguageelementsindiscretesentencesandstringsof
sentences
－obtainandgiveinformationbyaskingandansweringquestions
-sustainandbringtoacloseanumberofbasic,uncomplicatedcommunicative
exchanges,ofteninareactivemode
-satisfysimplepersonalneedsandsocialdemandstosurviveinthetargetlanguage"
(ACTFL1999p ，18)
Brown(1996)statesthatnormreferencedtestsaresuitableforplacementandoverall
proficiency,whilecriterionreferencedassessmentmeasuresthemasteryofskillsin
relationtocontentorperformanceobjectives.TheACTFLguidelinesaboveare
well-definedperf(:)rmanceobjectives.Brownindicatesthatthetrendincriterion-
referencedperformanceassessmentistousetasksthatreplicatenon-test,real-life
situations.Ultimately,theteachermustfindoutwhatthestudentscandowiththe
languageandnotashasbeenthepasttrend,merelytoevaluategrammarand
vocabularyknowledge.Themainconsiderations(Brown,1996)inestablishinga
performance-basedcriterion-referencedtestare:
1)performance(whatisexpectedofthelearnerattheendofthecourse)
2)conditions(underwhatconditionswilltheperformanceoccur)
3)criterionlevel(whatperformancelevelconstitutessuccess)
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TheACTFLOralProficiencyInterview(OPI)isastandardizedprocedureforthe
globalassessmentoffunctionalspeakingability.Inaseriesofpersonalized
questions,thetrainedinterviewergetssamplesofthetestcandidate'sspeechona
seriesofcommunicativetaskstodeterminethecandidate'sperformanceinoneoften
proficiencylevels.However,inJapan,asmostfreshmanstudentsarrivewith
somewhathomogenouscompetency,thesituationinfirstyearoralcommunication
classesdoesnotwarrantanassessmentasrigorousasthecompleterangeofOPI
assessments.However,instructorscanbenefitbyexaminingtheproficiencylevel
criteriaandbydevelopingcommunicativeactivitiesandassessmentsbasedonthe
criteria.Asanexample,theintermediateACTFL(1999)criteriastateslearners
shouldbeableto “obtainandgiveinf(:)rmationbyaskingandansweringquestions(P.20)."Fromrayownexperienceteachingfreshmanoralcommunicationclasses,lhaveft:)undthemajorityofmystudentsincapableofaskingmorethanafewrudimentaryquestionsbecausetheyhaveneverhadtoinvestigateatopicbyposingquestionsinEnglish.Asaresult,Iemployasequenceoftasksoverthecourseofeachtermtoengagestudentsininquiriesregardingmattersofinteresttothem.Irthetopicissnowboardiiig
，thestudentshavetoworkthroughaseriesofrelatedquestionstodetermineiftheirpartnercan,infact,snowboard.Iftheanswerisaffirmative,thentheylearntopursuethetopictodetermine:whowith.wheretheygo.whentheygo
，whytheygothere,howtheygetthere,howmuchitcosts,whetheritwasenjoyable,andotherpertinentfacts.Aconversationline-upisusedwithstudentsrotatingpositionsinordertofaceadifferentpartnerfortheirinquiries
・Therearemanyvariationsofthistypeofpairwork.Twiceoverthecourseofthetermstudentsareaskedtoscheduleanappointmentoutsideofclassanddemonstratetheirproficiencywithapartner.Theunderlyingpurposeinschedulingtwooralproficiencyinterviewsistofosterlearningbygivingpracticeaswellasfeedback.Theoralproficiencyinterviewestablishestheuseorientednatureofinstruction/pairworkactivitiesintheclass.
Theresultsofexistingstudiesonteacherinitiatedquestioningsuggestthattheuse
ofreferential （wh-type ）questionstriggerlongerandmoresyntacticallycomple χutterances
（Cundale,2001 ）.Thus,studentsmustdrawuponawiderrangeoflinguisticresources.Referentialquestionsarethosewherethequestionerdoesnotknowtheanswerandtheresultisagenuinee
χchangeofinformation.Referentialquestionsdealwithpersonalexperiences.attitudes,andopinions.Thelistener
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oftenneedstogetinvolvedbyaskingadditionalquestionstocheckunderstanding
andtomakeinputcomprehensible.Referentialquestionsemphasizemeaningand
fluency.Thefc:)CUSisonwhatissaid.notonhowitissaid.
MyperspectiveontestingoralcommunicationisbasedonMorrow'sview(1979)
thatalanguagetestshouldbeproofthatalearnercanusethe!anguageandcan
demonstrateactualperformanceinreallifesituations.Morrow'srequirementsare
thatinthetest,languageisused:
Oininteraction
2 ）unpredictably3
）inconte χt4
）forapurpose5
）inaperformance
6
7
authentically
withabehaviorbase
Sosimplyput,iftheperformanceobjectivesinvolvestudentsmakinginquiriesand
obtaininginformationfromotherindividuals.thefocusisonlanguageasacommu-
nicativetoolandtheassessmentshouldreflectthisimportantpoint.
AsAntonioandO'Donnell(2004)state,"Attheuniversitylevel,teachershavethe
opportunitytocreateaneducationalenvironmentthatisfundamentallydifferent
fromexam-orientedpedagogy.Creatingsuchanenvironmentisachallengefor
bothteachersandstudentsbecausetheguidingprinciplesfordevelopingcommuni-
cativecompetencecallforthestudentstotaketheleadinoriginatingideasand
dialoguesandfortheinstructortoactasafacilitatorandguideratherthanalecturer
「p.19)"
AccordingtoBrownandHudson(2002 ）,criterion-referencedtestsarethose
“designedtodescribetheperformanceofexamineesintermsoftheamountthattheyknowofaspecificdomainofknowledgeorsetofobjectives
（p.5）."Thescorereflectstheknowledgeorperformanceatthetimeoftestingandsignificantlyifinaclass.allofthestudentsdemonstrate100%knowledgeorsuccessfulperfc:)rmance,thentheywouldallscore100
％andthebellcurvedistributionofscoreswouldnot
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apply.Thispointmayprovetobeproblematicasmanyuniversityfacultiesadhere
tothenotionofnormalscoredistributionsandprovideguidelinesastohowmany
A,B,c,andDgradesinstructorsaretoawardineachclass.However,demystify-
ingthegradingprocessandallowingstudentstohavedirectcontrolovertheir
gradesthroughperformanceobjectivesaretwopowerfulmotivationaltools.
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